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Los Angeles County (California) Men’s Central Jail

Current Sheriff: Alex Villanueva
Sheriff during study: Jim McDonnell

Number of beds/inmates: While the L.A. County Jail system houses thousands
of inmates, the model in this study was applied among one classification of
approximately 400 incarcerated individuals.

Overview

In 2017, the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department (LASD) sought to implement an applied com-
munity policing model within the men’s jail in an effort to promote a healthier and safer jail community,
decrease the number of grievances, improve responsiveness to grievances, reduce violence, and
reduce the need for disciplinary actions toward inmates. To identify a pilot model to test out, com-
mand staff held an internal competition among jail personnel and ultimately selected the Town Sheriff

model as the community policing approach they would implement.

What is the Town Sheriff model?

The Town Sheriff model is a coordination-focused jail management model that draws upon the key compo-
nents of the community-oriented policing (COP) philosophy: community partnerships, problem solving, and
organizational transformation. In the specific jail unit at the LASD, the immediate problems were (a) unac-
knowledged complaints and unresolved grievances and (b) potential health and safety issues.

Front entrance of LASD Men’s Central Jail
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In the Men’s Central Jail, the Town Sheriff model
was implemented on the floor that houses gay and
bisexual men and transgender women. In Los Ange-
les County, this population is segregated from the
general population and is housed in three separate
dorms on one floor of the jail. In collaboration with
the LASD, the National Police Foundation (now
known as the National Policing Institute) was able

to examine the implementation of this program as
well as measure its efficacy in influencing a variety of

important safety and health outcomes.

How does the Town Sheriff model
exemplify the principles of com-
munity policing?

Community-oriented policing is a philosophy that
promotes organizational strategies that support
the systematic use of community partnerships and
problem-solving techniques to proactively address
the immediate conditions that give rise to public
safety issues (see figure 1) (COPS Office 2014).

Community policing and procedural justice
approaches adapted for jail settings have the poten-
tial to increase legitimacy. As noted in the introduc-
tion to this compendium, there is limited research on
adapting community policing for jails, especially in
terms of factors contributing to inmates’ and cor-
rectional officers’ perceptions of procedural justice
and legitimacy (Lambert, Hogan, and Griffin 2007;
Franke, Bierie, and MacKenzie 2010).

Problem-solving. The Town Sheriff model was
implemented to address various problems such as
the high number of inmate grievances and health
and wellness challenges. This implementation

presented a unique opportunity to test the efficacy

of the Town Sheriff model in terms of addressing
grievances, reducing health and wellness concerns,
and promoting cooperation. The ability to gain com-
pliance, cooperation, and rule adherence is key to
maintaining order in correctional settings. As such,
the need for inmates to see correctional officers

as legitimate authorities is paramount to achieving
effective compliance and control and creating an
environment in which risks are reduced and mutual
respect is established. The program relied on part-
nerships with various in-house partners (food ser-
vices, medical services, etc.) to address grievances

more efficiently and rapidly.

How was the Town Sheriff
model implemented?

The implementation of the model involved a team-
based coordination effort under the auspices of the
Town Sheriff—a selected deputy—who served as
the primary liaison for solving problems internally, for

Figure 1. Community policing components

Community
Partnerships

Problem
Solving

Organizational
Transformaton

Source: COPS Office, “About the COPS Office,” accessed

December 9, 2021, https://cops.usdoj.gov/aboutcops.
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Photo courtesy of LASD

An LASD sheriff’s deputy checks in with an inmate

example, by responding to inmates with concerns or
grievances to intervene earlier than would have been
done through a formal grievance process. As liaison,
the Town Sheriff was also responsible for conducting
outreach internally and externally as well as over-
seeing the new jail management model (with support
functions completed by other deputies on the floor
as part of their regular duties).

As implemented, the Town Sheriff model comprised
a strategy for jail management that sought to enhance
an existing repertoire of problem-solving strategies
through the development of partnerships to address
inmate grievances and problems of both a general
and specific nature. The model sought to increase
the presence and responsiveness of jail staff for
those incarcerated, not in the sense of increased
supervision but instead centered around communi-
cation and information sharing for improved problem
solving through internal and external liaisons and
partnerships.

Town Sheriff model problem solving
and partnership components

Increased presence. The Town Sheriff support team
consisted of three sergeants, three bonus deputies,
15 deputy sheriff generalists, 14 custody assistants,
and the deputy serving as the face of the Town
Sheriff. Custody staff conducted town hall meetings
and addressed general concerns and problems that
could be resolved at the line level (e.g., additional

cleaning supplies and general maintenance issues).

External liaison and partnership. The external
liaison and partnership effort included outreach to
external units to have representatives come onto the
floor to provide information on specific concerns.

It also included the establishment of partnerships
with the Medical Services Bureau and Department of
Mental Health to ensure inmates had access to med-
ical services and prescription medications as well as
information related to specific health concerns. Addi-
tional partnerships were established with the Food
Services Unit to address general questions, con-
cerns, and problems related to special diets, spoiled
food, or religious dietary restrictions. The partnership
with the Community Transition Unit helped facilitate
access to specialized external programs related to
re-entry (e.g., ankle monitoring and employment,

substance use counseling).

Information sharing. Information sharing was
facilitated as part of the town hall meetings to
address specific concerns and problem solve spe-
cific issues. For example, if residents had a concern

about HIV, efforts were undertaken to have an HIV
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specialist present at the meeting to answer ques-
tions. To the extent possible, access was facilitated
for external groups such as the LGBT Community
Center to come in and share information about

population-specific services and programs.

Although a single deputy was the face of this
approach, the approach represented a team strat-
egy, and its success relied on partnerships. Part-
nerships in this model consisted of collaborative
engagements between custody staff, inmates, and
relevant external stakeholders such as bureaus,
units, programs, and services to accomplish the
interrelated goals of developing solutions to iden-
tified problems while increasing inmate trust in the
staff (COPS Office 2014).

In addition to acting as a liaison, another key respon-
sibility of the Town Sheriff was to help address

inmate grievances and problems. In the framework

of community policing, problem solving is defined
as the process of engaging in the proactive and
systematic examination of identified problems to
develop and evaluate effective responses (COPS
Office 2014). In the jail setting, bringing inmate
grievances or problems toward effective resolutions
often required coordination with multiple entities. As
inmates would typically not have access to those
entities that could address the grievance (e.g., food
services or medical services) the Town Sheriff came
to represent an advocate who was there to ensure
common understanding between them and the
other segments of the jail. In addition, the stability of
having one person assigned to this role led incar-
cerated individuals to associate the Town Sheriff
with accountability and predictability, which was
designed to increase trust in the staff (see figure 2).

Figure 2. Town Sheriff advocacy

Common
understanding

Predictability

Accountability
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Did the Town Sheriff model work?

Evaluation via a survey and administrative data.
As a partner to the LASD, and with funding from the
California Endowment, the National Police Founda-
tion (now known as the National Policing Institute)
worked with the agency to evaluate the program by
developing a set of measures that would be imple-
mented in a pre-post survey approach. Participants
were asked to voluntarily—through a formal consent
process (see appendix A)—complete surveys prior to
the implementation of the program, and then again
six months after its initial implementation. The survey
was available in both English and Spanish. The
surveys consisted of a range of health and safety
indicators (see appendix B for some sample items).
In addition, the LASD worked with the National
Police Foundation to provide administrative data on

grievances and disciplinary actions.

Figure 3. Town Sheriff results

Successes demonstrated through the outcome
assessment. This pre-post evaluation design
allowed the research partner to examine the poten-
tial impact of the program on specific measures
related to personal and environmental conditions
such as safety, privacy, and health as well as admin-
istrative measures pertaining to disciplinary actions,
rule violations, grievances filed, and grievances

addressed.

While there were no significant findings with regard
to health, wellness, or safety measures, there was a
meaningful reduction in total grievances filed and an
increase in the percentage of grievances that were
formally addressed. Specifically, there was a 64 per-
cent decrease in grievance filings per day between
the pre- and post- intervention period during which
the model was implemented (see figure 3). This
decrease suggests that the provision of a Town

As a result of this program, formal

After this program was imple-
mented, the number of grievances
addressed almost tripled** com-
pared to the previous period.

This is an increase of 171 percent
(from about one every two and a
half days to one every day).

grievances were reduced by more
than half,* a 64 percent decrease
in the number of grievances filed
(from about one every three to four
days to one every 10 days).

* from .28 grievances filed per day
downto .10

day to .99 (2.7 times as many)
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Sheriff on this floor reduced the need for residents to
file formal grievances because their issues or con-
cerns were being addressed at or very shortly after
the problem occurred (Amendola, Valdovinos Olson,
and Thorkildsen 2019).

In addition, there was a significant increase in the
number of filed grievances that were addressed prior
to the Town Sheriff implementation as compared

to after. While only 0.37 grievances per day were
addressed in the pre-intervention period, this rate
increased to 0.99 addressed in the post-

intervention period, most likely because of the
reduction in the volume of formal grievances asso-
ciated with the implementation of the Town Sheriff
model. Because there was an increased focus on
intervening prior to formal grievances being filed, this
reduced the number of formal grievances filed, and
there was a greater capacity to address the formal

grievances that were filed in a more timely manner.

Challenges

One of the biggest challenges we faced in evaluating
this program was the lack of detail on exactly what
the Town Sheriff staff did on a daily, weekly, and
monthly basis. Although they provided a detailed
explanation of the role of the Town Sheriff, the spe-
cific types of engagements with residents and other
providers were not thoroughly documented, so it

is unclear as to whether some aspects of the pro-

gram worked better than others. Nevertheless, the

success of the program underscored the importance
of the Town Sheriff and associated staff working to
mediate grievances at the earliest stage. In terms

of implementation, the biggest challenge for other
agencies may be assigning one deputy who has

this as a primary responsibility. However, for this
400-person unit, the Town Sheriff and other support
staff working on the floor were more than capable of
being responsive to individual complaints and griev-
ances and getting them resolved in the moment, and
the emphasis on the Town Sheriff program among

inmates promoted transformative culture.

Why are these findings important
for jail management?

During this intervention, key components of com-
munity policing such as problem solving, outreach,
and collaboration (with other entities in the jail sys-
tem) were employed in an effort to address inmate
grievances. These findings are important because
they indicate that a relatively simple and inexpensive
community policing and procedural justice inter-
vention in the jail can lead to a significant reduction
in grievances filed and an increase in the level of
grievances addressed. The idea behind this type of
intervention is that timely reduction and resolution of
grievances could enhance inmate quality of life and
reduce some of the administrative burden associ-
ated with grievance remediation. It is likely that other
jails could benefit from such an approach.
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Appendix A.
Informed Consent Survey

STUDY ID LABEL

Survey of Health, Safety, Wellness, and Jail Activity
For Inmates

Introduction: The Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department has agreed to participate in a
research study to examine health, safety, and wellness in the county jail. Thank you for
agreeing to participate in the study by taking this survey. The survey contains questions about
your overall health, beliefs, and feelings, how the jail staff treats you, and a few personal
questions. You can skip any questions that make you feel uncomfortable. As a thank you for
your participation, you will receive a commissary gift package.

Instructions: For each item, please mark the answer best matching your belief, feeling, level of
agreement, or frequency with which certain things occur or have occurred. This is not a machine-
readable survey, so you do not have to fill in the answer inside the bubble lines perfectly, just
make sure your mark is readable. If you prefer, you can even make a small “x” or check-mark “,

Consent to participate:
In order to participate in the study please check the following boxes and sign below:

D I have received a copy of the informed consent agreement, and | understand that if | have
any questions, concerns, or complaints, | can contact any of the people listed by phone during
regular business hours.

| understand my signature below and/or completion and return of this survey indicates
my consent to begin participating in this study.

PRINT Name

Signature

Date Inmate ID #

Page 1 of 1
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Appendix B.
Sample Inmate Questions
(Procedural Justice)

8. Based on what you have heard or your own experience, how often would you say the correctional
officers/assistants generally treat people in your unit with respect.

Q Very often
Q Often

O Not very often j
Q Not at all often O

impartial decisions

9. About how often would you say the correctional officers/assistants
related to jail activity?

Q Very often

Q Often O,
O Not very often

Q Not at all often &Q/

10. When dealing with people in this
officers/assistants e i

ften would you say the correctional
nd actions related to jail activity?

QO Very often

Q Often Q/
Q Not very often V

QJ Notat aIIoftQ
CONTI ﬁPAGE
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the COPS Office Collaborative Reform Initiative Technical Assistance Center.
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critical to law enforcement.

COPS Office information resources, covering a wide range of community policing topics such as school
and campus safety, violent crime, and officer safety and wellness, can be downloaded via the COPS
Office’s home page, https://cops.usdoj.gov.
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Jails are communities in and of themselves, whose members are the individuals incarcerated
and the correctional staff employed there; they are also part of the broader communities in which
they are located, where the correctional staff live and to which the incarcerated population will
eventually return. Community-oriented policing is as important in jails as it is in towns, cities,
and counties; this compendium of community policing and procedural justice practices and
programs, developed by the National Policing Institute and the National Sheriffs’ Association,
features research and promising practices as well as eight successful programs operated by

seven sheriffs’ departments that will be illuminating for other agencies nationwide.
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